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[n 1965 the new nation of Singapore was confronted with a unique and
challenging strategic problem -- how to sunive as a nation gitven that 1t possessed
virtually none of the traditional elements of national power Tiny. totally lacking in
natural resources, made up of a multicultural hodgepodge of peoples with no umfiing
sense of nationhood and enjoving, at best. tenuous relations with its neighbors.
Singapore’s future was not enviable That Singapore should not only survive but
become remarkably prosperous despite such an inauspicious start can be attributed 1in
large measure to the efforts of one man. Lee Kuan Yew Lee’s remarkable strategic
vision and leadership is clearly at the center of Singapore’s success over the last 30 years

The strategic environment which Lee Kuan Yew faced in 1965 was not totally
bleak Singapore possessed a number of assets to be exploited She enjoyed a superb
geographic location on the Straits of Malacca, one of the world’s most important
maritime thoroughfares Her port was one of the world’s busiest Her populauon. while
heterogeneous. was industrious with a mercantile flair  Additionally. Singapore
benefited trom a Brinish educated elite. of which Lee was one. which gave her a Western
orientation with Western stvle political and economic institutions  Finalls . at feast unul
1971. Singapore benefited from a major British military presence. which sened as a
deterrent to would-be aggressors [t was within this context of a daunting environment
that Lee Kuan Yew developed and executed his strategic vision

Lee Kuan Yew starts from the premise that to sunvive Singapore must
economically thrive -- not just by the standards of a regional Asian economy but by the
standarcs of the world economy  His overniding strategic objectine 1s almost entirels

commercial. 1 ¢ to make Singapore a major trading s;ate This will be Singapore s mic e
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in the world All political, economic, and social policies will be directed towards
achieving 1t The mstruments of diplomacy and military power will be emplozed to
preserve it

While much has been made 1n recent years of the so-called ~Asian™ model, of
which Lee Kuan Yew 1s one of the primary publicists, 1t 1s in the West, in particular
Israel and Switzerland, that Lee imtially sees the model for Singapore’s development

During the early 1960°s 1t dawned on [Lee] with new clantv how

similar Singapore was to Israel. both migrant enclaves surrounded by

Istamic nations and subject to resentment from disaffected Muslims

within Switzerland was relevant 1n a number of ways a multilingual

society, armed and mobilised to protect 1ts neutrality, a national economy

selectively industrialised and able to attract disposable immigrant labour

for the less pleasant jobs, a people only too willing to prosper by serving

the financial whims of all comers with the help of superb infrastructure

and facilities, and venturing out into the world without inhibttions except

those dictated by efficiency and calculated self interest '

In order to develop as a first class trading nation Lee must secure Singapore from
external threat - - the preeminent requirement of statecraft  In terms of diplomatic
strategy this means that he must, first. secure friendly relations with both of’ Singapore’s
immediate neighbors. Malaysia and Indonesia, and. secondly. adopt a stance of bemgn
neutrality towards the rest of the world -- a must for a tiny city-state with major
commercial aspirations  Finally, all of this must be accomplished while maintaining an

essentially pro-Western orientation. particularly in cultivating Singapore’s ties to the

United States. the great Pacific power and guarantor of Asian stabilin - The fact that Lee

fames Manchim No Ve Is avr [land (London Alen & Urwin 1990) 230
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1s consistently able to achieve these potentially conflicting diplomatic objectives over a
turbulent 30 vears 1s a tremendous tribute to his skills as a statesman

In terms of military policy. Lee’s objeczive 1s to maintain sufficient militan
power resident 1n Singapore to deter anv would-be aggressor from believing he could
quickly and easily swallow up the tiny city state  This secunty policy was pursued
mnrtially by falling under the umbrella of the large British military contingent stationed in
Slrjlgapore Following Britain’s decision 1n 1968 to withdraw all forces from Singapore
by 1971, the nation was compelled to put out considerably more effort on its own to
maintan 1ts security National military service for all male citizens was mstituted, the
defense budget was notably increased, and Israeli military advisors were appointed  The
Israelis were selected “largely because Israel had developed methods to overcome
immensely superior enemies in war and had used military service to help create a
[national] 1dentity 1n their own small country ™ ) Finally Singapore entered into a 1971
defense agreement with Great Britain, Australia. New Zealand, and Malavsia While
this agreement ‘replaced definite commitment to military aid by a deliberatels nebulous
provision for consultation™ 1t would nevertheless enhance the deterrence value of the
Sm‘gapore armed forces °

While Lee Kuan Yew's diplomatic and defense imtiatives are significant to the
attainment of his strategic goal 1t 15 1n his domestic economic. political and social

policies where his efforts to make Singapore a secure and thriving state bear the most

fruit In fact. perhaps nowhere 1s the inkage between domestic policies and international

“C NI Tumnbull 4 Hisiory of Suigapene 1519-193% (Singapore Oxtford Unnersity Press 1 758) 305
lurnoul 31
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position more clear in the modern world than 1n the case of Lee Kuan Yew s Singapore
It 1s difficult to separate Lee’s foreign policy from his domestic policy in that they share
the same objective Simply put. Lee’s strategy for national survival can best be obsened
in the overall goal of his domestic policy, 1 ¢ to develop Singapore as a cohesive.
adaptable. and disciplined commercial trading state whose success depends not on 1ts
abundance of natural resources but rather on the industry of its populace, Singapore’s
only real national resource

In the realm of economic policy, Lee and his ministers aim to make Singapore’s
economy world class. a developed economy comparable to those of the West and not a
third world economy based on cheap labor and low value-added manufactuning Agan
Singapore’s commercial success 1s the grand strategic objective, the key to her sunvinval

‘

The primary engine for Singapore’s rapid economic growth will be transnational
corporations Unlihe many new nations of the 1960°s who see foreign investment and
transnational corporations as another form of Western imperialism, the acuiviues of these
companies are positively encouraged in Singapore  The Singapore government takes the
lez‘id in “offering an offshore haven to the booming economues of the developed world ™™
In exchange for a disciplined, industrious. and relativelv cheap workforce. tax
concessions, and a commercially attractive location in Asia. transnational firms offer
Singapore investment. employment. the transfer of technology and commercial

techniques. and access to foreign markets ~ This svmbiotic relatonship feeds

Singapore s rapid growth

*Mincun 242
" NMinchin 243
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Under Lee. Singapore pursues an active “industrial policy ™. and develops a type
of state led capitalism where the government plays an active role 1n idenufving and
promoting particular industries rather than leaving the market entirely onitsown Asa
Singapore minister put it~ The government has to be the planner and the mobilizer of
the economic effort, but the free enterprise system. correctly nurtured and adroitl
hapdled, can serve as a powerful and versatile instrument of economic growth ™
Singapore industry 1s actively encouraged to go “upmarket”, to continually update its
industrial processes to strive to match the best of world industry Additionally, Lee’s
government passes labor laws which serve to emasculate Singapore’s labor unions,
remon ing the threat of labor unrest and further enhancing Singapore’s attraction to
forer gn transnational firms Finally. the government ensures a large supply of ready
capital for investment 1n Singapore industry by enacting a compulsory savings plan for
Singapore workers amounting to as much as 25% of their income °~  These policies
prove to be highly effective as the Singapore economy over the first three decades of its
independence enjoys economic growth rates which rank among the best in the world

It 1s in social policy. however. where Lee Kuan Yew's strategic vision for
Singapore 1s most apparent [t 1s in many ways Lee’s singular achievement as a
statesman to have so molded a nation’s society towards the achievement of strategic
ends -- statecraft through social policy

At independence. Singapore 1s a multicultural. muluhingual societs with no clear

sense of nationhood [t 1s Lee’s challenge to mold this society 1nto a coesive.

" Turnbul 320
Mimeun 240
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disciphined body which will achieve national success through commercial prowess Ina
large sense this approach plays to the strengths of Singapore’s largest ethnic group, the
Chinese ™ All Singaporeans were required to conform to the general political.
economic. and social ethos of modern Singapore In a state where nearlv 80 per cent of
the population were of Chinese ethnic ornigin. this meant in practice a strongly Chinese
flavour an insistence on discipline, hard work, competition, self reliance. respect for

* Lee takes these cultural predilections and

worldly success and desire for matenial gain
pursues social polictes which build upon them Order and discipline are enforced (or re-
eniforced) through a legal system with a “veritable spate of laws and regulations [which]
deal with all sorts of offenders and criminals ™ He takes great interest 1n the 1sland’s
ed}ucatlonal system as he sees 1t as the means to produce both the skilled workers
necessary for the success of a modem industrial society as well as to foster the
méntocranc elite which will run Singapore

Despite the obvious influence of Chinese culture on both Lee personally and
Singapore 1n general. Lee 1s not wedded to any particular cultural influence For
example. he encourages the evolution of English into the dominant language of
Singapore’s government, economy. and educational svstem. both to obtain the umfying
effect of a common language as well as for the veny practical reason that English 1s the
dominant language of international commerce Lee speaks with disdain of what he terms

. - < - (LTI
a ~calypso societs ” which has no unitving or language of its own ' Clearly such a

society cannot achieve the goals he envisions for Singapore Lee declares with regards to

> Turnbull 391
NMindhin 253
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the adoption of English ~As we go up the technological ladder. we just cannot waste our
time messing around repeating the same knowledge in different languages Let’s
move, and mov ¢ swiftls. into our common working language [1 ¢ English] '

1

Lee Kuan Yew 1s a social engineer pur excellence His social policy 1s predicated
on jfocusmg and reinforcing those aspects of Singaporean society and culture which he
de:]ms necessany for commercial success  In essence his vision 1s that of Plato’s

‘
Republic, a mentocratic, even technocratic, soctety with a “well trained. civilised
w&rkforce whose members each know their place ™= Lee seems to lack any particular
attachment to Western sty le representative democracy beyond the necessity to maintain
it as the price of full fledged membership in the Western community of nations (in
particular, (rading nations) Lee 1s obviously comfortable 1n the role of “benign despot”
or Platonic Guardian That he 1s able to play this role comes not from the exclusion of
Western-style democracy '« /u the Marust-Leninist model, but rather from Lee’s
considerable political acumen and the overwhelming electoral dominance accorded his
par‘ty by Singapore voters as a reward for Singapore’s immense success Lee may use
\el\'et-gloved authoritarian tactics from time to time to help insure his party s control of
the political process but this cannot explain his great political success in obvioush free
elections Simply put his purposeful leadership has been as popular as it has been
successful

How should we assess Lee Kuan Yew as a statesman’ There can be no disputing

his success He has accomplished his great strategic goal of insuring Singapore’s

""\Minchin 262
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survival while making 1t a wealthy. thriving commercial state In so doing he has shown
great vision while consistently balancing strategic ends and means Lee expertlh
capttalized on the emergence of world-wide economic trends which would enable a small
specialized state without many of the traditional bases of national power to prosper on
the basis of 1ts brainpower. organization, and commercial acumen

The more interesting questions are, however What lessons can statesmen and
strategists draw from Singapore’s and Lee’s successes” Does Lee Kuan Yew's “Asian™
model have applicability elsewhere? In answer to the first, [ would argue that Lee’s
performance re-emphasizes the importance of molding a strong . vigorous, cohesive
society at home as the basis for generating national power for use mn international
statecraft In other words. sound domestic policy 1s corollary to sound foreign policy

As to the applicability of the so-called “Asian™ model elsewhere [ am doubtful
First. the term model implies that its characteristics can be transplanted The economic
success of Singapore (as well as for that matter the other so-called Asian “tigers™) is
arguably limited in space and time and is in large measure a result of umique
circumstances obtaining at the time in each of these individual countries Each country
must in large measure adapt to its own circumstances More importantly. | am shepuical
tha:t a unique Asian model even exists that 1s to sav. a model whose parameters can be
uniquely defined and then reproduced In many senses Asian economic success is the
res;ilt of the same factors which produced and continues to produce economic success in
the United States and Europe managenal and technological skill. educated and
industrious work forces. adaptability to market conditions. etc [ would argue that

Singapore and other Asian nations like her have succeeded not by following their own
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model but rather precisely because thev have effectivelv applied a mode they have
borrowed. 1 Western market capitalism  Lee Kuan Yew seems to sav as much himself
~“We have been able to create economic growth because we facilitated certain changes
while we moved from an agricultural societ to an industnal society  We had the
advantage of knowing what the end result should be by looking at the West and later

Japan We hnew where we were. and where we had to go ™"

' Fareed Zakharta A (omversation with Lee huan Ye:  Forargn -rans Yo 73 Ne ZiMare \pril

wag)  [4-11%
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